
Why Aquatic Attorneys Are Essential for
Waterfront Property Owners
Living on a lake, river, or coast comes with a lot of positives. The view, the recreation, the sense
of space. But it also brings a layer of legal complexity that many homeowners do not see
coming. I have spent years working with people who buy or build near water, and I can tell you
that the rules governing shorelines, docks, and water access are nothing like standard property
law. They are a different animal entirely. That is where specialized legal knowledge becomes
not just helpful but necessary.

Waterfront property involves overlapping jurisdictions. Federal agencies like the Army Corps of
Engineers, state environmental departments, and local zoning boards all have a say in what
you can do. A simple dock repair or a new seawall can trigger permit requirements that take
months to navigate. Miss one step, and you could face fines, removal orders, or lawsuits from
neighbors. I have seen people lose tens of thousands of dollars because they assumed their
lot gave them automatic rights to the water. It does not work that way.

What Makes Waterfront Law Different
Standard real estate attorneys handle contracts, closings, and title issues for houses on dry
land. Those skills are valuable, but they rarely cover the specific statutes and case law that
apply to navigable waters, riparian rights, or littoral boundaries. Aquatic Attorneys focus on this
niche. They understand the difference between riparian rights (for riverfront owners) and
littoral rights (for lake and oceanfront owners). They know how the public trust doctrine can
limit what appears to be your private property. And they have experience with the
environmental regulations that protect wetlands and aquatic habitats.

One example that comes to mind is a client who wanted to build a small boathouse on a lake in
New Hampshire. The local building department said it was fine, so he poured the foundation.
But the state Department of Environmental Services flagged the project because it encroached
on protected shoreline buffer. He had to stop construction, pay for a costly redesign, and apply
for a retroactive permit. The whole process added nearly a year and thousands in legal fees.
His mistake was trusting that a local building permit was enough. An Aquatic Attorney would
have spotted the conflict before the first shovel hit the ground.

Permits and Approvals Are Just the Start
Permitting is the most visible part of waterfront law, but it is far from the only issue. Boundary
disputes are common on lakes and rivers where the shoreline changes over time. Erosion,
accretion, and avulsion can shift property lines. A neighbor who builds a dock that extends
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past your property line can create a conflict that requires survey data, historical maps, and
sometimes litigation to resolve. I recall a case on a tidal river in Maine where the boundary had
not been resurveyed in forty years. The shoreline had moved significantly, and both property
owners claimed the same strip of beach. The Aquatic Attorneys involved dug up old deeds,
aerial photos, and state records to establish the original boundary. It was painstaking work, but
it saved both parties from a long court battle.

Then there are the questions about access. Can the public walk across your beach at low tide?
Does your deed include a right to use a shared dock? These issues often hinge on specific
language in historic documents and on state laws that vary widely. In some states, the public
has a right to access the water up to the mean high tide line. In others, private ownership
extends all the way to the water. Knowing which rule applies in your location is critical before
you invest in improvements or start enforcing your boundaries.

Environmental Liability and Stewardship
Waterfront property also carries environmental responsibilities. If you own a marina, a
boatyard, or even a large dock, you are responsible for any spills, runoff, or contamination that
comes from your property. The Clean Water Act and state equivalents impose strict liability.
That means you can be held responsible even if you did not cause the pollution. I have worked
with a business that bought an old waterfront fuel dock. The previous owner had done a sloppy
job of removing underground tanks, and the soil had residual contamination. The new owner
had to pay for remediation and faced a lawsuit from a neighbor whose well water was
affected. An Aquatic Attorney could have structured the purchase to include environmental
indemnity and required a Phase II assessment before closing.

Beyond liability, there is the question of stewardship. More and more communities are
adopting shoreline protection ordinances that require vegetated buffers, limit impervious
surfaces, and restrict the use of fertilizers and pesticides. These rules are meant to protect
water quality, but they can feel restrictive to property owners who want a manicured lawn down
to the waterline. Aquatic Attorneys can help you understand what is required, challenge overly
burdensome rules if they are not legally justified, and find ways to comply that still allow you to
enjoy your property.

Buying or Selling Waterfront Property
If you are buying or selling a waterfront home, the transaction itself demands specialized
attention. Standard real estate contracts rarely address the unique risks. You need to verify that
the dock, boathouse, or seawall has the necessary permits. You need to confirm that the
property has legal access to the water and that there are no pending enforcement actions. You
need to know whether the property is in a flood zone and what insurance requirements apply. A



good Aquatic Attorney will review the title, the surveys, and the permit history with an eye for
these details. They will also know which questions to ask the seller and the local agencies.

I once represented a buyer who fell in love with a house on a coastal lagoon. The listing said it
had a private dock and deep-water access. The survey showed the dock was on the property,
but a title search revealed that the lagoon bottom was owned by the state. The dock was
technically an encroachment. The seller had been using it for years without a permit. We were
able to negotiate a price reduction and require the seller to apply for a retroactive permit, but it
was a close call. Without an attorney who understood the public trust doctrine, the buyer could
have inherited a costly problem.

Choosing the Right Aquatic Attorney
Not every lawyer who advertises waterfront expertise is the real deal. Look for someone who
has handled cases or transactions in your specific waterbody or region. Local knowledge
matters. A lawyer who works on the Great Lakes may not be familiar with the rules for a tidal
creek in South Carolina. Ask about their experience with the agencies that regulate your area.
Ask for references from other waterfront property owners. And be wary of anyone who
promises quick fixes or guarantees that a permit will be easy. Good Aquatic Attorneys are
honest about the complexity and the timelines.

I also recommend talking to your attorney before you even make an offer on a property. A short
consultation can surface issues that would not appear in a standard home inspection. The
cost of that hour could save you from buying a property with a hidden legal headache. I have
seen buyers walk away from a sale after a legal review revealed that the shared dock access
they were promised was not actually recorded in any deed. That discovery was painful, but it
was far less painful than a lawsuit two years later.

Final Thoughts
Waterfront living is wonderful. It is also legally complicated. The rules change from state to
state, and they can shift with new court decisions or agency interpretations. What worked for
your neighbor may not work for you. That is why having a legal partner who specializes in this
area is not a luxury; it is a practical necessity. Whether you are buying, selling, building, or just
maintaining a waterfront property, working with Aquatic Attorneys gives you a real advantage.
They help you avoid the common traps and keep your focus on enjoying the water rather than
fighting about it.


